A country-wide sentinel surveillance system was initiated in Germany after 
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Introduction
Although varicella is commonly regarded as a mild disease, serious complications and death occur (2) . In Germany, up to June 2004 vaccination against varicella was only recommended for special risk groups and their contacts and as post-exposure prophylaxis. Universal varicella vaccination of all children 11-14 months of age was recommended by Germany's Standing Committee on Vaccination in July 2004 (6) .
The main objective of this recommendation was reduction of morbidity,and varicella complications and consequently, the economic burden of disease (5 This report describes frequency and type of severe varicella complications (VC)
found in four years of sentinel surveillance.
Methods
The sentinel consists of a countrywide convenience sample of more than 1,000 primary care physicians, of whom 60% are paediatricians and 40% general practitioners (GP). The relative geographic distribution of the sentinel physicians is comparable to the total number of active physicians (~1% of GPs and ~15% of all paediatricians in each region). Participation is voluntary, no incentives are given. Cases of varicella and VC peaked in spring.
Overall, 280 VC were reported via case-based questionnaires (10% less than in the monthly figures) by 150 physicians, corresponding to 0.34% of all reported varicella cases. Decrease in VC was highest (83%) in the age-groups 0-4 and 5-9 years. 8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60  61  62  63  64  65 5
Most VC occurred in 0-4 (59%) and 5-9 (31%) year olds, 126 (48%) in males. Of all reported varicella cases the highest proportion of complications occurred in children younger than 2 (24%) and adults older than 20 (5%) years old. Our findings are are similar to those of Ziebold et al. (9) , who demonstrated in a one year survey of children younger than 16 years within pediatric hospitals in Germany that the majority of complications occurred in pre-school aged children, especially in those less than 1 year of age. 3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60  61  62  63  64  65 7 Among hospitalized VC patients reported, the median age was comparable to that estimated by capture-recapture analysis by Liese et al. (3;4) before universal varicella vaccination was available in Germany. In this study, an underlying chronic disease was reported in 23% of hospitalized cases, in contrast to 14% among the hospitalized cases reported in the sentinel. However, in both studies the majority of patients with VC or who were hospitalized related to VC were previously healthy persons. This supports the general recommendation for varicella vaccination in childhood rather than a vaccination targeted only at risk groups.
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